USE OF QUALITATIVE RESEARCH METHODS IN GENERAL MEDICINE AND PSYCHIATRY: PUBLICATION TRENDS IN MEDICAL JOURNALS 1990±2000 MIKE J. CRAWFORD, PRADIP GHOSH & RUSSELL KEEN

BACKGROUND
It is widely acknowledged that research within the ®eld of medicine needs to involve the application of a range of dierent research methods (Bowling, 1997) . Despite this view, concerns have been expressed about the emphasis that has traditionally been placed on the quanti®ca-tion of illness and the eects of interventions aimed at improving health (Holman, 1993) . During the 1990s a succession of articles appeared in general psychiatric and medical journals in Britain, which aimed to promote the use of qualitative research methods in medical research (Jones, 1995) . It was argued that the concentration of quantitative methods had resulted in the pursuit of the`measurable rather than the relevant' (Black, 1994) and that a failure to utilise qualitative methods had retarded the advancement of medical knowledge (Britten & Fisher, 1993) . The value of qualitative research was particularly emphasised in psychiatry and primary care medicine as a means of developing a better understanding of help-seeking behaviour and people's attitudes towards medical interventions (Murphy & Mattson, 1992; Buston et al., 1998) . While qualitative research methods have been used in order to address a range of dierent research questions in medicine (Murphy et al., 1998) , concerns have been expressed about diculties encountered when trying to publish the results of qualitative research in medical journals (Buston et al., 1998) . We therefore examined the content of medical journals during the 1990s in order to see if this debate resulted in an increase in the publication of papers that used qualitative research methods. We aimed to investigate the hypothesis that the proportion of research papers that included qualitative research methods had increased by the end of the decade and that this trend would be greatest in psychiatry and general practice.
METHODS
We examined two general psychiatric (the British Journal of Psychiatry and Psychological Medicine), two general medical (the British Medical Journal and the Lancet) and two general practice (the British Journal of General Practice and Family Practice) journals. We selected these because they are the most widely read in Britain in each of these ®elds. We retrospectively examined all papers published in 1990, 1995 and 2000. Two researchers (PG and RK) examined research papers for the subject (general practice, psychiatry, general medicine or other) and whether qualitative research methods were used (primarily qualitative methods, any mention of qualitative methods or no qualitative methods). Inter-rater reliability was checked in a random sample of 200 papers from 25 journals. Data were analysed using SPSS (version 10.0). Changes in the proportion of articles using qualitative methods were examined using a Chi-squared ( 2 ) test for trend.
RESULTS
Inter-rater reliability was high ( 0:89). The number and content of research papers appearing in journals are presented in Table 1 . Over this period there was a small, but statistically signi®cant increase in the portion that primarily used qualitative methods (a rise of 2.1%, 2 23:4; p < :001). The increased proportion of qualitative research in general practice journals contrasted with psychiatry where no increase took place. This apparent dierence was tested further by examining the proportion of articles on general practice and psychiatry in the two general medical journals (Lancet and BMJ ). The proportion of qualitative papers in general practice increased from 0 to 6.1% ( 2 4:9; p :03) during this period, while in psychiatry it rose from 0% to 0.9% ( 2 1:55; p :21%).
DISCUSSION
Our principal ®nding is that while the proportion of articles employing qualitative research methods rose considerably during this period, they continued to represent a small proportion of the total. This increase was not seen in articles published in the psychiatric journals we examined, nor in papers in the ®eld of psychiatry published in general medical journals. We do not know if similar changes would be seen in other journals or in those published outside Britain. During this period specialist publications have disseminated the ®ndings of qualitative research as well as basic sciences and other areas of medical research. Our aim, however, was to examine the impact that qualitative research methods have had on medical research being published in general medical journals. In addition to being widely read, journals such as the British Journal of Psychiatry, British Journal of General Practice and BMJ are distributed to members of the medical profession through professional organisations. Research published in these journals aims to inform the practice of frontline clinicians. While those with an interest in social and cultural aspects of medicine can access specialist journals through libraries and the Internet, the results of this study suggest that medical practitioners do not routinely have exposure to the ®ndings of qualitative research.
A possible exception to this is in the ®eld of general practice. By the year 2000 the proportion of papers on primary care medicine had increased and qualitative research methods were used in 17% of papers published in the leading two journals of general practice medicine in Britain. This increase was not seen in articles published in the psychiatric journals we examined. The explanation for the relative absence of qualitative methods in the ®eld of psychiatry is unclear. While this may re¯ect the editorial policy of the journals that we examined,
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INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF SOCIAL PSYCHIATRY 49(4) it seems paradoxical that a ®eld where there is continuing debate about the appropriate classi®cation and measurement of health outcomes should make such little use of qualitative research methods (Mezzich et al., 1999) . Qualitative methods, used in combination with experimental research designs, may also provide an opportunity to increase the validity of ®ndings from experimental studies examining the eects of complex psychosocial interventions, which are often used in this ®eld (Crawford et al., 2002) . While general medical and psychiatric journals have published editorials arguing the case for the more widespread use of qualitative methods in medical research, most continue to give very little space to disseminating the results of research using these methods.
